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The  Santa  Cruz  Irrigation  District  is  at  the  present 
time  the  dominant  factor  in  the  economic  life  of  the  Santa 
Cruz  Valley.  This  report  attempts  to  present  a  orief  picture 
of  the  origin  and  development  of  the  irrigation  district,  and 
to  indicate  the  place  of  the  district  in  the  general  economic 
pattern  of  the  area* 

IRRiaATION  DEV3L0PMS1TT  PRIOR  TO  THE  POB^ATION  OF  THE 
DISTRICT 

The  majority  of  the  lc?.ndholders  in  thc^  Spx^te,  Cruz 
Valley  have  heen  and  continue  to  ho  non-ccnmercial  farmers.  Only 
some  ten  to  fifteen  per  cent  of  the  landiaoldings  ai'c  exten- 
sive enough  for  commercial  agriculture,  end.  the  greater  portion 
of  these  are  concentrated  at  the  lower  end  of  the  valley,  close 
to  the  junct-i-irc  of  the  Santa,  Cruz  and  tlio  Rio  G-rande  Rivers. 
The  developm»ont  of  commercial  agriculture  at  the  lower  end  of 
the  valley  is  comparatively  recent;  it  foIloT/od  the  coming 
of  the  Denver  cc  Rio  G-rande  ReAlroad  iii  ISSO,  njid.  the  subsequent 
development  of  Espanola  as  a  trending  center.     The  presence  of 
comparatively/  loj'ge  landholdings  commercially'  used,  at  the 
lower  end  of  the  valley  was  an  import'-Xit  factor  in  the  for:nation 
of  the  Sajita  Cruz  Irrigation  District. 

The  m-arket  for  produce  of  the  entire  valley  expanded 
during  the  World  War.    At  that  time  the  people  at  the  lov/or  end  o 
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the  valley,  under  the  leadership  of  some  of  the  l-r.rgG  Irjidhdlders , 
"began  to  agitate  -for  a  more  certa.in  supplj  of  irrig?.tion  v/atcr. 

In  1919  the  landliolders  of  the  lov;er  valley  petitioned 
for  a.n  adjudication  of  the  water  from  the  Santa  Cruz  River. 
Some  of  the  upper  valley  landholders,  those  from  Ghimayo,  pro- 
tested and  were  upheld  "by  the  court  on  the  "basis  tha.t  the  divi- 
sion of  the  water  in  th.e  past  was,  in  its  Judgr;ient,  just,  xToth- 
ing  more  was  done  "by  the  people  of  tiie  louver  valley  until  19^3  or 
I92U,  'When  a  man  "by  the  name  of  Congi^r  crg;-2i:.  zed  the  people  of 
the  lower  valley  into  a  co-called  Oons'-rvancy  District,  The 
people  "built  0.  highlinc  ditch  out  of  the  P.io  Grr.nde  fo-orteen 
miles  long,  hut  no  rights  to  the  water  coi-^iing  out  of  that  river 
were  esta"bli shed.     The  scheme  failed  vmen  interests  in  the 
Mesilla.  Valley  protested  this  new  withdrav/al  of  water  from  the 
Rio  G-rande.    The  ?.pplica,tion  for  f orma.tion  of  a  conservancy, 
district  likev;ise  was  denied.     The  need  for  water  in  th.e  lower 
va.lley  annually  "became  more  pressing  as  an  incrca.sing  popula- 
tion in  Chimayo,  near  the  headwaters  of  the  Sr.nta  Cruz  River, 
annually  used  a  larger  proportion  of  the  availahle  irrigation 
water. 

FORMATION  OF  THE  SALT T A  CRUZ  IRRIGATIOIT  DISTRICT  ' 

In  1925  Mr,  Johji  Block,  an  energetic  leader  vdth  " 
extensive  landholdings  in  the  lower  v.^illey  who  had  settled  in 
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the  region  about  I89O,  took  upon  himself  the  task  of  orgr.nizing 
the  people  and  promoting  a  scheme  to  huild  a  storage  reservoir 
on  the  Santa  Cruz  River.    He  first  consuJ.tcd  a  lav^/cr,  II.  R, 
Wright  of  Santa  Fe,  and  discussed  v/ith  him  the  feasibility  of 
a  "bond  issue;  Wright  advised  Block  that  the  Spani sh-Amcrican 
people  v/ould  never  vote  for  a  "bond  issue.    Block,  undiscourc?.ged, 
went  to  a:iother  la\T;rer,  a  Mr.  Seth  of  S:,uita  Fc,  xrho,  although 
doubting  the  possibility  of  cpjrrying  the  project  to  completion, 
finally  agreed  to  draw  up  a  petition  for  f  it.!  forn;\tion  of  an 
irrigation  district.     The  petition  required  t'lo  o:idorsoncnt  of 
four-fifths  of  the  lasidholders  under  ea,ch  ditch.     Some  U17 
of  the  landholders  (most  13'-  in  the  lov^er  valley)  signed,  and 
75  la-ndholders  (mostly  in  Chimayo)  refused  to  sign.     This  left 
some  six  ditches  in  the  upper  Santa  Cruz  River  I'ithout  the 
required  four-fifths  endorsement.     In  the  formation  of  the 
district,  these  ditches  wore  excluded.    I'iflien  Block*  s  success 
in  the  formation  of  a  district  was  s.ssured,   the  St^ate  Legis- 
lature voted  a  grant  of  $5,00C  to  bear  the  cost  of  making  a 
survey  to  determine  the  feasibility  of  constructing  ca  reservoir 
to  store  ^mter.    (Quotations  from  the  resume  of  this  sarvey, 
dated    December  g,  I925,  follow: 

!•     "The  average  an;:.ual  run-off  of  the  Rio  Santa 
Cruz,  o.t  the  point  of  the  proposed  Spnta  Cruz 
Dam,  during  the  nine  year  period,  I916  to  I92U, 
inclusive,  is  22,000  acre  feet. 


"The  o.verago  duty  of  v;ater  in  the  Sr.nt.?.  Cruz 
Irrig??.tion  District  should  "bo  eigliteor.  (iS) 
ijiches  of  water  applied  to  the  land,  each  year. 

"The  estinatcd  average  seepage  loss  i:i  the 
canals  nithiii  the  Spjita  Cruz  Irrigation  District 
is  25  per  cent. 

"All  i7a.ter  rights  of  record,  on  this  strer^jn,  have 
"been  considered  in  the  calculations. 

"The  estimated  a2"nual  denrnd  for  irrigation  water 
from  the  Rio  Santa  Cruz  is  1C,C32  acre  foet. 

"And  that,  rath  the  proper  C'-^ntrol  of  the  flood 
waters  of  the  Rio  Santa  Orui!,  h"  nea":.s  of  the 
proposed  Sa,nta  Cruz  HcBervc;i:;,  a  suf/iciont  water 
supplj?"  will  he  available  for  t'le  irri;[;.'> Die  Ipnd. 
within  the  Santa  Cruz  Irrigatio:\  Die  Lrict ." 

As  some  55  "^^        P^^  cent  of  the  land  "belonging  to 
the  signers  of  the  petition  was  in  Rio  Arrihca  County,  it  had  to 
he  presented  to  the  Rio  Arriha  County  Connission.    Block  p^A 
three  others,  forming  a  connittee  of  the  landowners,  presented 
the  petition  and  the  survey  nade  hy  the  State  Engineer.  The 
people  of  Chinayo,  represented  hy  Victor  Ortega,  were  on  hand  to 
protest  the  petition;  hut  they  were  left  without  voice  in  the 
natter  hy  the  fact  that  the  Chiraayo  ditches  had  heen  left  out 
of  the  district  as  formed. 

The  petition  v/as  allowed,  rjid  the  Santa  Cruz  Irrigation- 
District  was  created,  largely  hecause  Ton  Burns  of  Fairview*  who, 
according  to  Mr.  Block,  controlled  the  County  Commission  at  that 
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tine,  was  in  favor  of  the  scheme. 


The  prelininr.r;.'  survc"/  hrji  incli cr.tcd  th^.t  sonc  $250,000 
VTOuld  "bo  necessary  to  "build  the  dan.    A  spccir.l  election  v;r.s 
called  and  the  $250,000  "bond  issue  T^as  passed  rdth  only  a  fev7 
dissenting  votes. 

The  office  of  Judge  Ro"bcrts  of  Santa  Fe  directed  Block, 
who  na.s  seeing  to  the  disposal  of  the  bonds,   to  the  Suthorlin 
Barry  Bonding  Conppjiy  of  Los  Angeles,  Oalif ori-.ia.     This  conp?jL7 
took  the  "bonds  and  disposed  of  then  through  their  I'ct:  Orleajis 
office.     The  conpany  hought  the  "bonds  at  $52.     (Althour;h  the 
New  Mexico  State  La'.T  required  tho,t  such  a  "bond  issue  "be  sold 
at  $95 »         firm  circunvented  the  requirencnt  "oy  adding  a  $3» 
charge  for  flotation*)     The  money  was  raade  av=ailahlc  in 
Fe"bruary,  I926, 

The  District  petitioned  in  Jiine  6,  1'326  for  a  ne^T 
adjudication  of  water  rights,  and  tliis  ^7as  finally  na,de  in 
June,  193^'  giving  the  existing  ditches  ahove  the  District 
their  ancient  rights  on  the  normal  flow,  and  giving  tho  Dis- 
trict exclusive  rights  to  the  flood  waters  of  the  Sa:ita  Cruz 
River. 

It  was  originally  estimated  that  considerably  more 
than  8,000  acres  of  land  would  "be  "benefited  "by  the  formation 
of  the  District,  o^id  this  acreage  was  included  in  the  original 
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Santa  Cruz  Irrigation  District  proposal.    This,  hov/evor,  proved 
to  "be  ail  over-estimate.    It  v;as  app^J'ciitly  not  due  to  dishonesty 
on  the  part  of  the  promoters,  "but  to  an  ovcr-estino.to  of  the 
irrigalDle  land  tha.t  could  he  developed.    Fifteen  hundred  acres 
were  suhsequently  tcil-cen  out  of  the  District,  hut  this  still 
left  1,300  acres  ahove  the  irrigation  ditches,  and  hence  non- 
irrigahle.    There  are,  then,  only  5»20C  acres  actually  under  the 
ditches,  and  a  great  deal  of  this,  prohahly  20  per  cent,  is 
waste  land  or  fit  onl^^  for  meadow. 

Three  months  after  the  money  was  made  available  the 
first  contract  was  let  to  the  Ajax  Construction  Company  of  El 
Paso,  Texas,  the  second  lowest  "bidder.    (The  lowest  bidder,  a 
Denver,  Colorado  Company,  had  forfeited  its  $5»000  surety 
when  a  preliminary  survey  indicated  unusual  structural  diffi- 
culties.)   The  Ajax  Construction  Compcany  began  work  in  Septem- 
ber 1926,  worked  for  IS  months,  and  when  into  bc?j:Icruptcy.  They 
were  paid  every  m.onth  for  the  amount  of  dirt  excavated;  the 
total  amounted  to  some  $70*000.     T^-vo  other  cor.panioa  worked  6 
months  each,  each  in  turn  going  into  brjiicruptcy ,  and  then  in 
192s,  it  was  found  necessary  to  float  cuiother  bend  issue  of 
$225,000.    The  Sutherlin  Baxry  Company  took  this  issue  also 
at  $92.    These  bonds  were  sold  largely  to  the  buyers  of  the 
original  issue. 


In  1929  Anderson  Srothcrs  of  SI  Paso,  Hcxr.s  tool:  over 
the  construction  jo"b,  and  finished  the  drjn  in  ITDventor,  1931* 
It  took  all  the  proceeds  of  the  t'ro  "bond  issues,  r^iA  an  addi- 
tional $6,000  ov:ned  "by  the  district  to  Anderson  Brot'-.ors.  The 
dajn  as  finished  had  a  naxiojii  height  of  I3I  feet,  I5  feet  loY7cr 
than  originally  plan::.ed.    The  length  at  the  top  vras  ^02  feet,  rr.d 
the  width  at  the  "base  \7as        feet.     Die  dan  as  conpletod  impound e-d 
only  sliglitly  over  6,000  acre  feet  of  ;;ater,   althou{sh  a  dan  I66 
feet  high  uould  have  inpoundcd  appro:':inately  l^'^jCOO  acre  feet. 

SUBSEqUEHT  E5^SCTS  OF  TIIE  SA2^TA  CRUZ  IISIGATIOl^  jIGTI^ICT 

It  has  "been  indicated  that  the  cost  of  the  dan  T7a.s 
originally  not  expected  to  exceed  $2^0,000,  and  that  the 
acreage  to  he  hencfitcd  uould  exceed  8,000.    At  this  estinate, 
if  the  cost  were  allocated  equally  rnong  the  estir.iatcd  S,000 
acres,  the  a.vera.ge  per  acre  cost  iiyould  have  hcen  approxinatoly 
$30,     The  actual  cost  and  acreage  "benefited  proscijts  a^i  entirely 
different  picture.     If  the  $475»CC0  cost  is  divided  "by  the  appro::- 
inate  5>000  acres  "benefited,        find  that  t'nc  cost  is  sone  $95 
per  acre,  a  hea.v^"  t^urden  on  Irjid  that  is  tr:o-thirds  ("riven  over 
to  uheat  and  corn  raised  for  hone  cr.-nsunption. 
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The  wr.ter  tax  levied  during  pr.st  ye^.rs  is  c'ls  follovrs: 

1926  $    .69  per  acre 

1927  2.5.    "  " 

1928  2.69    "  " 

1929  g.3^    "  " 

1930  6,00    "  " 

1931  6.0c    "  " 

19-^2  6.00  "  " 

1933  6.00  "  " 

1934  3.g3  "  " 

1935  i.co  "  " 

1936  "  " 

In  only  one  year  prior  to  l^yj,  in  1929 1  was  there 
more  than  hO  per  cent  collection.     If  t.]ie  unpaid  tarces  had 
"been  allo'jed  to  accuinulate  rJter  193^'  "t'-ey  "jovlCi  riave  risen 
to  $16.00  per  c-icre. 

When  the  delijiquoncy  increased  after  1S2S>  the  hond- 
holders  formed  a  protective  association:  a  Mr.  Hartner,  the 
representative  of  this  associ-^tion,  loolTcd  over  the  situation 
in  1932  ojid  decided  that  $6  per  acre  v;as  the  maxiraur;!  ipx  that 
the  Ipjidholders  could  pay.  The  tax  \:d.s  therefore  fixed  at  $6 
per  acre,  hut  an  increasing  amount  of  dolinojiency  forced  the 
Santa  Cruz  Irrigation  District  into  receivership  in  1533- 

Studies  of  the  Santa  Cruz  Valley  have  indicated  that 
for  the  last  forty  to  fifty  j^cars  the  availahlc  land  in  the 
area  has  "become  decreasingly  adcqua.te  for  the  supxjort  of  the 
population  upon  it*     There  has  developed  an  increasing  amount 
of  dependence  upon  v/agc  v-ork  for  cash  income;  r.jQ.{l  the  land  has 
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"been  used  to  produce  only  the  'oasic  food  needs,  plus  a  modest 
runount  of  chili  -^nd  fr^j-it,  tlie  local  cash  crops.    These  crops 
arc  primarily  used  as  a  oasis  for  credit  at  local  stores  in 
purchasing  food  staples  not  grovm.  on  the  lan.ds.     The  rrater  tax 
T7as  in  large  part  paid  from  vrages,  rather  than  from  cash  income 
from  land,  and  the  more  or  less  sudden  removal  after  1929  of 
the  \7age  income  that  had  "become  increasingly  important  helped 
to  procipitato  the  "b.anizruptcy  of  the  irri^r.tion  district. 

After  the  District  ncnt  into  roccivcrshiT),  the 
receivers  made  ever;--  effort  to  have  the  Reconstruction  Finance 
Corpora.tion  rofina.nce  the  venture.     The  R.F.C.  \)OCf?j:ie  interested, 
hut  they  insisted  that  all  hack  taxes  "be  cleared  heforc  they 
T^^ld  consider  refinancing.     Tlic  receiver,  acting;  for  the 
"bondholders,  decided  to  accept  25  cents  on  the  dollar  on  ;ill 
hack  taxes.    .111  hut  $2,7^11.21  of  the  hack  tr  ixes  due  Y7erc 
clea^rcd  on  this  oasis  h^-  the  o^vners  of  the  land  themselves.  The 
remaining  $2,7^^.21  T/as  paid  hy  the  Santa  Cruz  Heal  Zstate  & 
Loan  Company/,  a  company  that  had  heen  formed  hy  the  lav^yers  of 
the  district  and  the  receiver's  a.gent  in  3spanola.    This  company 
took  personal  notes  from  the  people  who  \7ere  unahle  to  finance 
the  hack  taxes  themselves.    Mpjiy  of  the  lojidholders  fina.nced 
their  hack  ta>xcs  hy  means  of  a  Rural  Rchahili tation  lorr..  V/hen 
the  matter  of  the  hack  tajces  ^as  finolly  clopj-od,  the  R.F.C. 
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took  over  the  District  at  c  cost  of  $152, CCO.     It  is  oxpcctod 
that  "both  principal  and  interest  will  "be  paid  off  in  3^  years. 

When  negotia-tions  for  refinancing  were  completed,  the 
R.F.G.  sent  their  o^7n  manager  to  tcJce  over  the  district  from 
Mr,  Cook,  the  receiver *s  agent  -.vho  md.s  then  managing  the  dis- 
trictf    The  ncvr  mrjiager,  according  to  his  0T7n  statement,  foujid 
the  affairs  of  the  district  in  "pretty  much  of  a  moss".  The 
Santa  Cruz  Real  3state  and  Lean  Comp-.ny  }:a<^  Dought  up  ^2  pieces 
of  land  totaling  397  c-crcs.    Oftentimes  t"ic  o'.;y:.ors  v.'cro  unaware 
that  their  lrn.ds  had  "been  sold  from  under  them,  and  it  is  douht- 
ful  if  the  money  from  those  sales  ever  rea,ched  the  hondliolders. 
Th6  district  had  "been  $125,000  delinauent  in  taxes,  and  the 
clearing  up  of  this,  even  though  it  vzas  only  at        cents  on 
the  dollar,  had  oeen  a,  serious  drain  on  the  cash  resources 
of  the  area.    ITo  exact  information  on  either  acreage  or  o^jner- 
ship  was  available*    I»-r»  Cook  had  for  some  time  "been  anxiously 
attempting  to  induce  outside  people  to  move  into  the  district,  and 
180  acres  of  the  397  that  had  heen  trkcn  over  hccr-.usc  of  delin- 
quent taxes  had  "been  disposed  of  to  the  newcomers. 

After  a  thorough  examination  of  conditions  in  the 
District,  the  H.F.C.,  on  recorimcndation  01  its  manager,  decided 
to  make  the  I935  levy  $1  per  acre.     The  District  ocr';n,n  functioning 
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again  as  it  had  oeforc  it  went  "banlcnipt.    A  new  "bo-^-rd  of  3 
mein"bers  was  elected        the  landowners,  ?nd  this  cod"  no\7  has 
authority  over  district  matters,  although  the  R.F.C.  maintained 
md  still  maintains  its  own  mrjiager#    The  water  tax  collection 
for  1935  2.t  the  $1  per  acre  rate  was  practically  lOCfo, 

Tlie  financial  condition  of  the  district  since  refinan- 
cing is  excellent.     The  t?jv  collcctiono,  $2.^'0  xDcr  acre  in  153^» 
are  approxima.telj'"  '^ofo  paid  up  to  date  ikucs'ist  1937) »  ^-^-^  ^^^^ 
district  has  not  only  p-.id  up  all  principal  and  interest  pay- 
ments due,  "but  has  paid  up  $c,G(>0  on  the  irrincipal  \/'h.ich  was 
not  due  until  January,  193S*     ^t  is  expected  that  the  tax  rate 
for  1937  ^ill  approximate  $2.50  per  acre,  and  it  is  anticipated 
that  collections  will  he  well  al50ve  9^/^« 

Undouutedly  there  was  a  real  and  pressing  need  for 
the  dam  in  the  Santa  Cruz  River.     The  owners  of  the  extensive 
lands  at  the  lower  end  of  the  valley  v/ere  constantly  faced 
with  loss  of  crops  D ecause  of  drought,  especially  through  the 
month  of  June.     The  extent  of  collection  since  refinancing 
indicates  that  the  landowners  in  the  district  arc  ahle  and 
willing  to  pay  any  roasonahle  charge  for  a  constant  supply  of 
water.     The  dam  is  not  as  high  as  origir.all"''  intended,  and  dees 
not  impound  over  6,000  acre  feet  of  vrater,  hut  it  proved  its 


